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Carver: The Equal Rights Amendment and the Florida Legislature

THE EQUAL RIGHTS AMENDMENT
AND THE FLORIDA LEGISLATURE
by JOAN S. CARVER

Rights Amendment to the United States ConstituT tionEqual
was one of the most volatile and divisive issues facing
HE

the Florida legislature in the 1970s.1 Lobbying was active on
the issue, shifts in support by legislators were frequent, and votes
closely divided. Adding to the intensity of the deliberations was
the importance of the Florida vote. By 1977 thirty-five states had
approved the amendment, only three states short of the thirtyeight necessary for adoption . 2 Despite vigorous efforts on its
behalf, the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) was not ratified
by the Florida legislature, and Florida was joined in history with
those states which rejected the amendment. What caused the
defeat of an amendment which received overwhelming support
in the United States Senate and House of Representatives when
it was proposed and was approved by thirty state legislatures in
the first year after its transmittal to the states?3 An examination
Joan S. Carver is professor of political science at Jacksonville University.
1.

The Equal Rights Amendment includes the following provisions: Section
1. Equality of rights under the law shall not be denied or abridged by
the United States or by any State on account of sex. Section 2. The
Congress shall have the power to enforce, by appropriate legislation,
the provisions of this article. Section 3. This amendment shall take
effect two years after the date of ratification.
2. Even if the ERA were ratified by the required thirty-eight states a number of legal complications would remain. These include the rescissions of
their ratifications by four states, Nebraska, Idaho, South Dakota, and
Tennessee (action by the Kentucky legislature to rescind its ratification
was vetoed by the acting governor), and the extension of the seven-year
time limit thirty-nine months by a majority, rather than a two-thirds,
vote of the House and Senate. For a discussion of the legal issues, see
“ERA and the Question of Recission,” Congressional Digest, LVI (June
1977), 168-69, 192; Jean Witter, “Extending Ratification Time for the
Equal Rights Amendment: Constitutionality of Time Limitations in the
Federal Amending Process,” Women’s Rights Law Reporter, IV (Summer
1978), 209-25; and Congressional Record, CXXIV (October 6, 1978),
17, 310-11.
3. Although the Equal Rights Amendment was introduced initially in the
Congress in 1923. it did not receive serious attention until 1970. On
October 12, 1971, the U.S. House of Representatives passed the ERA 354
to twenty-three and on March 22, 1972 the Senate approved it eightyfour to eight.
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of the treatment of the amendment in Florida suggests that the
ERA became an issue whose significance transcended its actual
content. It aroused opposition because for some it symbolized
a broad spectrum of threatening political and social changes.4
There were clear regional divisions within the nation on the
ERA, divisions reminiscent of those on the Woman Suffrage
Amendment.5 Of the fifteen states which had not ratified by
1982, eleven were southern or border states and three were
western states in which the Mormon religion is strong.6 The
same pattern is found on the 1978 congressional vote to extend
the seven-year time limit for ratification an additional thirtynine months, from March 1979 to June 1982; a majority of
southern Democrats and Republicans opposed the extension.7
Florida’s demographic and cultural characteristics place it between the northern states which quickly ratified and the southern
states which opposed the amendment. Nearly forty per cent of
Florida’s population in 1970, for example, were born outside
4.

This paper is based on materials obtained from interviews with state
legislators and lobbyists on both sides of the issue, the files of the
Florida Commission on the Status of Women, the tapes of the ERA
debates in the Florida legislature, Florida House Journals, Florida
Senate Journals, and periodical and newspaper articles. For an overview of the ratification process in other states, see Janet K. Boles, The
Politics of the Equal Rights Amendment (New York, 1979), 1-29, 142-78.
Other discussions include Lisa Cronin Wohl, “White Gloves and Combat
Boots: The Fight for ERA,” The Civil Liberties Review, I (Fall 1974),
77-97; Nancy Joyner, “The Commonwealth’s Approach to the Equal
Rights Amendment,” University of Virginia Newsletter, L (May 15,
1974), 33-36; and Riane Tennenhaus Eisler, The Equal Rights Handbook (New York, 1978), 36-45, 78-80, 131-38.
5. Ten states did not ratify the Nineteenth Amendment prior to its adoption. They were: Alabama, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, [Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, and Virginia.
6. The states which had not ratified the ERA by 1982 were: Alabama,
Arizona, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Illinois, Louisiana, Mississippi
Missouri, Nevada, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Utah,
and Virginia. In three of those states the Mormon religion is strong;
it is dominant in Utah and has spilled over to become dominant in
northern Arizona and eastern Nevada. See Jackson W. Carroll, Douglas
W. Johnson, and Martin E. Marty, Religion in America, 1950 to the
Present (San Francisco, 1979), 52.
7. The vote in the House of Representatives on the ERA deadline extension (HJ Res. 683), taken on August 15, 1978, was 230 to 183
(northern Democrats 156 to thirty-two, southern Democrats thirty to
fifty-three, and Republicans forty-four to ninety-eight. The Senate vote
on October 6, 1978 was sixty to thirty-six (northern Democrats forty to
five, southern Democrats four to ten, Republicans sixteen to twenty-one.
Congressional Quarterly Almanac, XXXIV (Washington, 1979), 176H, 5C.
Congressional Record, CXXIV (October 6, 1978), 17, 318-19.
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the South, while both traditional and liberal political cultures
are found in the state.9 As a consequence of Florida’s characteristics as well as of the narrowness of defeats on the ERA in the
Florida legislature, the state became a principal battleground in
the struggle for ratification of the amendment. Financial support,
campaign speakers and organizers, and advice and attention were
concentrated in Florida as the efforts to ratify stalled nationally.
All were unavailing; Florida was not to be the state that restored
the ERA’s momentum.
The Florida legislature’s record has been mixed over the
years in dealing with women’s issues. It failed repeatedly from
1913 to 1919 to adopt either an amendment to the state constitution providing for woman suffrage or legislation allowing women
to participate in primary elections, and it did not act on the
Nineteenth Amendment providing for woman suffrage until
1969, some forty-nine years after it had become a part of the
Constitution.10 Little legislation to protect women or to assure
them equal treatment was passed in the years from 1920 to
1965. However, after the reapportionment and modernization
of the legislature in the 1960s, a number of laws were passed to
guarantee women legal and political equality. During the 1970s,
for example, discrimination in divorce, alimony, child support
8.

U.S. Bureau of the Census, Census of Populations: 1970, 54 vols I. Characteristics of the Population, 1, pt. 2, Florida. (Washington, 1973), 219.
9. The three major political cultures of the United States have been
identified in Florida. A traditional culture, characteristic of southern
states, is centered in north Florida. An individualistic culture, identified
with the midwestern states, is found in central Florida. A moralistic
culture, similar to that found in New England, is located in southeast Florida. Daniel J. Elazar, American Federalism: A View from
the States, 2nd ed. (New York, 1972), 94-107; Raymond D. Gastil,
Cultural Regions of the United States (Seattle, 1975), 185; and Manning
Dauer, “Florida: The Different State,” in William C. Havard, ed., The
Changing Politics of the South (Baton Rouge, 1972), 95-97. For purposes
of analysis in this paper house districts 1-28 and senate districts 1-9
and 11 are classified as falling in north Florida; house districts 29-76 and
senate districts 10 and 12-28 are classified as falling into central Florida;
house districts 77-88 and 92-119 are classified as southeast Florida, and
house districts 89-91 and 120 as southwest Florida; senate districts 29-40
are classified as south Florida.
10. For the history of the woman suffrage movement in Florida see Kenneth
R. Johnson, “The Woman Suffrage Movement in Florida” (Ph.D.
dissertation, Florida State University, 1966); Kenneth R. Johnson,
“Florida Women Get the Vote,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XLVIII
(January 1970), 299-312; and A. Elizabeth Taylor, “The Woman Suffrage
Movement in Florida,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XXXVI (July
1957), 42-60.
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and custody, domicile, and prostitution were prohibited. A
human rights bill barred discrimination on the basis of sex and
marital status, while spouse abuse protection and displaced
homemaker bills were passed.11
The Florida in which such progressive laws were enacted
was in many ways a quite different state from the Florida of
earlier years: population had increased from 968,470 in 1920 to
6,800,000 in 1970, the proportion of the urban population had
risen from thirty-seven per cent to eighty per cent, and one-party
politics had been replaced with viable two-party competition.12
Nonetheless, distinctive patterns of support for women’s rights
which had appeared on the suffrage issues persisted over the
years and reappear in at least muted form on such issues as the
ERA.13 South Florida liberals have taken the lead in advocating
women’s rights. People living in the northern and more rural
areas of Florida, where politics are traditionally more conservative, have been reluctant to support legislation equalizing the
status of women.14
The Equal Rights Amendment overshadowed the other
women’s issues before the legislature in the 1970s; few other issues
received as much attention from the press and public. The
amendment came to a floor vote in one or both houses in 1972,
1973, 1974, 1975, 1977, and 1979. The resolution to ratify was
approved by the House of Representatives on three of the
four occasions it reached the floor. The initial vote in 1972 was
overwhelmingly in favor. Defeat in 1973 was followed by favorable votes in 1975 and 1979. In Florida it was not the house
but the senate that was the barrier to ERA passage. The senate
11. The relatively progressive position Florida had reached with respect
to legislation affecting women can be seen from the comparison of
state laws found in Barbara Brown, Ann Freedman, Harriet Katz, and
Alice Price, Women’s Rights and the Law (New York, 1977).
12. Manning J. Dauer, ed., Florida’s Politics and Government (Gainesville,
1980), 41, 73-91.
13. There were many evidences of a broader base of support for woman
suffrage in south and central Florida in the years preceding 1929. The
suffrage leagues were located primarily in south and central Florida
and on the east coast as were those municipalities granting women the
right to vote before 1920. The two congressmen who voted for the Nineteenth Amendment were from south and central Florida, while greater
support for state suffrage legislation was found among south and central
Florida legislators. See Johnson, “The Woman Suffrage Movement in
Florida,” 237-61, 279-80, and appendices; Johnson, “Florida Women
Get the Vote,” 299-301;
14. 1970 Census, Characteristics of the Population, I, pt. 2, Florida 264-68.
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failed to consider the amendment in 1972, the year offering the
best possibility of passage, and rejected it by narrow margins in
1974, 1975, 1977, and 1979. In three of those years a change of
two votes would have brought ratification. The refrain of ERA
proponents despite the repeated defeats was “ERA won’t go
away.”
It seemed in the 1970s that the ERA supporters were correct.
The issue would not die. In Florida the amendment’s history can
be divided into three phases. The first of these, lasting only a
few weeks, was one of apparent consensus as to the desirability
of the ERA, with little involvement by interest groups. On
March 24, 1972, two days after approval of the ERA by the
United States Senate and at the end of the Florida legislative
session, the resolution to ratify came before the Florida House of
Representatives. There was no committee referral and debate was
perfunctory, confined almost entirely to a flippant speech in opposition by a self-styled male chauvinist, whose comments were
greeted with hooting and derisive retorts from his colleagues. The
chief sponsor of the amendment, Gwen Cherry from Miami, in
her appeal for passage said only, “I urge you please to vote for
this resolution.“15 The vote for passage was ninety-one to four.
The initial positive response in Florida to the ERA was not
surprising in view of the national momentum behind the amendment and the actions taken by the Florida legislature in earlier
sessions to strengthen women’s rights. If the amendment had
come before the Florida Senate in 1972, presumably it would
have won approval. However, the amendment was not acted on,
ostensibly because of a provision of the 1968 Florida Constitution
providing that the legislature should not take action on any
proposed amendment unless a majority of the members had been
elected after the amendment was submitted for ratification, a
provision ignored by the house leadership but cited by the
senate president in not bringing the issue before the upper
chamber and a provision subsequently declared to be unconstitutional by the federal courts.16 (Ironically, in 1919 it was a similar
15. Florida House of Representatives, ERA debate, series 38, box 6, tape 1,
March 24, 1972, Florida State Archives, Tallahassee. For the vote on
HJ Res. 208 see Journal of the House of Representatives of Florida,
March 24, 1972, 964-05.
16. Members of the Florida legislature immediately brought suit to have
the provision of the Constitution declared unconstitutional. A federal
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constitutional provision that was used to justify inaction on the
Woman Suffrage Amendment).17
The second period in the amendment’s life, running from
late 1972 through 1974, saw the transformation of the ERA from
a non-issue to an issue of high volatility and its defeat in the
Florida house in 1973 and in the senate the following year. By
the fall of 1972 opposition to the ERA had appeared, and plans
were dropped for a vote at the special session convened after the
November elections.18
In response to the concern being expressed over the ERA
and to prepare the way for legislative action on the ratification
resolution, joint senate-house committee hearings on the ERA
were held in five major metropolitan areas— Pensacola, Jacksonville, Tampa, Orlando, and Miami— in January and February
1973. Six additional hearings were scheduled at the opening
of the legislative session in April by the House Select Committee
on Human Rights to which the bill was referred. Among those
testifying on behalf of the ERA were representatives of the
Florida Bar Association, the League of Women Voters, the
YWCA, the American Association of University Women, and
the Business and Professional Women, as well as many of the
state-wide political leaders. While the opposition included a
number of right-wing organizations, among them the John
Birch Society, American Party, Hot Dog (Homemakers Opposed
to Degrading our Girls)— a splinter of the John Birch Society,
Phyllis Schafly’s Stop ERA, and the Florida Conservative Union,
there were other opponents as well. The state savings and loan
associations and many Protestant clergymen also opposed ERA.19
district court ruled that the provision was not valid, but the legislature
by then had long since adjourned. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union,
March 24, 1972. For the ruling of the court, see Trombetta v State of
Florida, DC 339 F. Supp. 1359 (1972) and Trombetta v State of Florida,
DC 353 F. Supp. S75 (1973).
17. Johnson, “The Woman Suffrage Movement in Florida,” 282-86.
18. Governor Askew called the newly-elected legislature into special session
on November 28, 1972, with the request that they deal with nine items,
one of which was ratification of the ERA. While the speaker of the
house indicated support for ratification at the special session, the president of the senate preferred to wait until the regular April session. A
large amount of mail in opposition apparently increased legislative
reluctance to act. See Florida House Journal, November 28, 1972, 6;
Miami Herald, November 26, 29, 30, 1972.
19. Senate Committee on Judiciary, Civil A, ERA Correspondence and
Hearings, series 18, boxes 303-04, Florida State Archives, Tallahassee.
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Individuals as well as organizations testified on the issue with
working women predominant among those favoring the amendment and homemakers among those opposed.20 The outcome
of the lengthy and divisive hearings seemed favorable to the
ERA. While the judiciary committee conducting the statewide
hearings took no official position on the question, the chairman
of the committee, Dan Scarborough of Jacksonville, announced
that the hearings had convinced him to support the ERA. The
house select committee recommended passage following its hearings.
Lobbying on the ERA was intense in the 1973 session. The
committee chambers and galleries were packed with proponents
dressed in green for “Go ERA” and opponents dressed in red to
convey their message to stop passage. Those favoring the amendment relied heavily on the statements and support of prominent
persons to influence the legislators. Opponents, preferring more
direct action, mobilized the grassroots. Women opposing ERA
deluged legislators with letters and came by the busload to Tallahassee. Lawmakers reported their mail running from seven
to one to twenty to one against ERA ratification. That this pressure was persuasive for some is suggested by comments such as
that of a west Florida legislator, Billy J. Rish, who closed the
debate for the opponents. Said Rish, “My mail is running eight-ten to one in opposition to this amendment. . . . I believe it to
be my duty to express the wishes of my [constituents]. It may be
that this is not the proper thing to do but I have taken the
approach, the right in a democracy is the right to make a mistake, if it be one, but to do those things which a majority of our
people think should be done.“21
One hour and forty-five minutes of house floor debate was
scheduled; twenty-seven legislators spoke on the amendment.
Representative Robert Hartnett, chairman of the select committee, presented his committee’s findings, concluding that the
real issue before the house was whether a constitutional amend20. Florida Senate, ERA debate, tape 8, April 10, 1974, office of the secretary of the senate, Tallahassee, remarks by Senator Dan Scarborough.
See also Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, February 6, 1973, and
Miami Herald, February 16, 1973.
21. Florida House of Representatives, ERA debate, series 38, box 8, tape
6, April 17, 1973, Florida State Archives, Tallahassee. See also Pensacola
Journal, April 18, 1973.
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ment can change an attitude and explaining that the committee
had voted the resolution out so that each house member, too,
could “enjoy biting the bullet” at the time of voting.22 Fourteen
representatives spoke against the amendment and twelve on its
behalf. There was a very different tone to the debate than there
had been in 1972. Gone was much of the levity, and in its stead
were dire warnings about the consequences, depending on the
sepaker’s perspective, of either the ratification or the failure to
ratify the ERA.
The major arguments against the ERA were laid out in the
1973 debate. Many of these would recur, with greater or less
emphasis, throughout the subsequent years of legislative struggle.
The objections raised most frequently to the ERA in 1973 and
over the years centered on the issue of eroding state’s rights and
a too-powerful national government. Florida legislators expressed
fear over the possible interpretations of the amendment by the
Congress and the Supreme Court. The dangers of Section 2,
giving Congress the power to enforce the amendment, were
cited and the wisdom of the national government questioned.
Paralleling these objections was the argument that the risks
entailed by adoption of the ERA were unnecessary because
nationally the Fifth and Fourteenth Amendments guaranteed
women equal treatment and within Florida much legislation
had been enacted, to equalize the position of women.23
For some legislators the amendment was not only unnecessary
but positively harmful to women. They raised the “lady on the
pedestal” image, almost as in the days of debate on the Woman
Suffrage Amendment, and held that women enjoyed and deserved a special place in society. In their view the ERA would
undermine that position and associated protections. By the mid1970s, however, most of those protections, such as dower and
alimony, had been effectively eliminated by the Florida legislature and so this argument was little heard in later debates.24
Some used the “horrible consequences” argument: the conse22. Ibid., tape 1.
23. Ibid. Note, in particular, the comments of representatives Ray Mattox
(tape 3), Tom Tobiassen (tape 4), Chester Clem (tape 3), Jim Tillman
(tape 3), and Jere ToIton (tape 4).
24. Ibid. Note the comments of representatives R. E. Blackburn (tape 3),
Earl Hutto (tape 4), Arthur Rude (tapes 4, 5), Billy Joe Rish (tapes
5, 6), and George Grosse (tape 5).
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quences of the ERA most to be feared apparently were the drafting of women for military service and the weakening of the
family. Homosexual marriages and the adoption of children by
homosexuals— issues which would be raised in subsequent years—
were barely mentioned in 1973 .25 Finally, legislators cited the
need to be responsive to their constituents, pointing to a flood of
mail against the amendment. Said one, “My people sent me a
message by seven to one, leave our American women on a pedestal
and vote down ERA.“26
On the other side, proponents stressed the need for women
to have full equality, to have both freedom and liberty, not to be
discriminated against, to earn equal wages.27 In response to those
who cited constituents’ views in opposing the amendment,
supporters held that the ERA was an issue to be decided upon
the basis of conscience, not on the weight of the mail. Five of
the six women in the house spoke for the amendment, pointing
out that all of the women in the legislature supported the ERA
and suggesting to the men of the house that since it was women
whom the amendment affected, the men should heed their pleas
for passage.28
Those pleas went in vain. On April 17, 1973, the house defeated the resolution to ratify by fifty-four to sixty-four.29 The
eighty-seven vote margin of a year earlier (ninety-one to four
with twenty-four not voting), had vanished, a victim of changes in
the composition of the house membership and of shifts in
position by returning legislators. Between 1972 and 1973 there
was a forty per cent turnover in house membership. Thirty-two
of the ninety-one legislators who had voted for the ERA did not
return to the house in 1973, and the forty-eight new legislators
were divided almost evenly between supporters and opponents
of ERA (twenty-five for to twenty-three against). In addition,
there was a sharp shift in position by returning representatives.
Of the seventy-two returning members, fifty-nine had voted for
25.
26.

Ibid. Note the comments of Billy Joe Rish and Jere Tolton.
Ibid. Note the comments of Van Poole (tape 4), and George Grosse (tape
5).
27. Ibid. Note the comments of Ralph Turlington (tape 5), Murray Dubbin
(tape 6), and Tom McPherson (tape 4).
28. Ibid. Note the remarks by Jane Robinson, Mary Grizzle, Betty Easley,
Elaine Gordon (tape 3), and Gwen Cherry (tape 4).
29. For the vote on HCR 73, see Florida House Journal, April 17, 1973,
216-17.
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the ERA in 1972; in 1973 only twenty-six of the fifty-nine maintained their support for the amendment. A comparison of the
characteristics of those legislators who continued to support the
ERA with those who shifted revealed that Democrats were less
likely to defect than Republicans (53.8 per cent of Democrats
changing their vote to 66.6 per cent of Republicans) and that
with but one exception all of those maintaining a pro-ERA
stance came from areas of the state of some sophistication, that is,
districts including a metropolitan area, one of the state’s two
major universities, or the space center.
The house defeat saved the senate the agony of decisionmaking in 1973. The ratification resolution remained in senate
committee. However, in 1974 it was the senate’s turn to face
the issue of the ERA. The leadership in the senate was divided
in 1974 on the amendment. Lori Wilson, the sole woman in the
senate and a registered political independent, was the prime
sponsor with ten senators co-sponsoring. The president of the
senate, Mallory Horne, supported the amendment, but he did
not speak for it on the floor. On the other hand, Dempsey Barron,
the chairman of the rules committee and the person slated to
be the next senate president, opposed. Barron, dean of the
Florida Senate in seniority, a man whose power was almost
legendary, is the person most often credited by the press and by
ERA proponents with the responsibility for ERA’s failure to be
ratified by the Florida Senate.
Barron’s power rested on a combination of institutional,
political, and personal factors. The Florida legislature, which
elects its presiding officers every two years, gives strong powers
to those leaders, including the appointment of all committee
members and chairs. Barron not only served as senate presidentdesignate in 1973-1974, and senate president in 1975-1976, but
he was also credited with being the architect of the coalitions
that elected the subsequent presidents and so enabled a minority
of north Florida legislators to maintain control of the senate
through the 1970s. Barron— knowledgeable, witty, tough, fully
understood the use of power. He did not, he frequently said, like
to lose. Defeat of the ERA apparently became a test of personal
power and prestige for him. 30 Some of the supporters of the ERA
30. Dempsey Barron’s influence was reflected in his selection four times
(1974, 1975, 1977, 1980) for the Allen Morris Award for the most effective
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argued that underlying the opposition by Barron and other
conservative legislators were powerful economic interests which
feared the monetary costs of equal treatment for women. The
contention is hard to document, however, and economic costs
were never cited by opponents of the amendment as a basis for
their opposition.31
The outcome of the 1974 senate vote was in doubt to the end
with an even split of committed senators at the time of debate.
As was to happen repeatedly in the Florida Senate, the uncommitted voted against the proposal, sending it to a nineteen
to twenty-one defeat.32 The fear that the amendment would open
the way for the drafting of women into the military was cited
by the two wavering senators as decisive to their vote.33
The defeat in 1974 came despite a vigorous effort on behalf
of the ERA by supporting women’s organizations which, shaken
by the 1973 defeat, had come together in the fall of 1973 in a
formal coalition under the leadership of the president of the
League of Women Voters. A steering committee composed of
representatives of the League of Women Voters, the Business
and Professional Women (BPW), the American Association of
University Women (AAUW), the Florida Education Association,
the National Organization for Women (NOW), and Zonta International was formed, an executive director hired, funds collected
from member organizations, and a low-key educational campaign
was conducted with emphasis on local contacts with legislators.
By early 1974 twenty-seven statewide organizations, including
Common Cause, the Florida Bar Association, the Church Women
United, and eighteen local coalitions, had joined the state
coalition. The state Commission on the Status of Women also
senator. His conservative views, as well as those of subsequent senate
presidents Lew Brantley, Phil Lewis, and W. D. Childers, are suggested
by the over ninety per cent approval rating each received from Associated Industries for their voting records. See Jacksonville Florida TimesUnion, August 20, 1976, and September 8, 1980. See also Jacksonville
Florida Times-Union, May 29, December 26, 1980, and March 29, 1981.
31. Personal interviews with NOW lobbyist, Tina Slaney, June 18, 1979, and
with Representative Elaine Gordon, August 20, 1979. See also Roger
M. Williams, “Women against Women: The Clamor over Equal Rights,”
Saturday Review, IV (June 25, 1977), 8.
32. For the vote on SCR 18, see Florida Senate Journal, April 10, 1974, 110.
33. Florida Senate, ERA debate, tape 7, April 10, 1974, office of the secretary
of the senate, Tallahassee. Note the remarks of Senator Bob Saunders.
See also Miami Herald, April 10, 1974.
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took an active part in the coalition, an effort which subjected
it to some legislative criticism. With the senate defeat came
the dissolution of the formal coalition and a return to informal
cooperation among interested groups, each pursuing its own style
of persuasion. The coalition had suffered a variety of strains, including differences over tactics and problems of fund-raising.34
The third phase of the ERA’s history in Florida, from 1975
to 1980, was marked by a growth of support for the amendment
in the House of Representatives along with an increased polarization by region and party in the votes on the amendment. The
razor-thin defeats in the senate continued as pivotal senators,
crucial to victory, cast their votes with the opposition at the time
of decision. Lobbying on both sides became increasingly sophisticated and moved beyond the legislative chambers.
In 1975 the amendment came for the first time to a vote in
both houses of the legislature. Leadership in working for the
passage of the ERA was taken by the prime sponsors of the
amendment; in the house by Elaine Gordon of Miami, and in
the senate, in a shift of sponsors, by Dan Scarborough, who had
chaired the statewide ERA hearings in 1974. The change in
sponsors was designed to strengthen the ratification efforts, for
Lori Wilson, something of a maverick politically, exerted limited
influence.35 Back-up support for the legislators was provided by
the Federation of Business and Professional Women, which used
a former house minority leader as its lobbyist, and NOW,
which hired feminist Nikki Beare as lobbyist and which sponsored a parade in the state capitol to mobilize support for the
amendment. The parade was emotion-packed, attracting over
3,000 persons, including out-of-state celebrities. It ended with a
rally at the state capitol at which Governor Askew plead

34. A description of the activities of the coalition is to be found in the
report by executive director Edna Tait, “Chronological Report of ERA74. Florida” (mimeograph, undated), office of the Commission on the
Status of Women, Tallahassee. This information was supplemented
by personal interviews with Mrs. Tait, NOW lobbyist Tina Slaney, and
former League of Women Voters president Eleanor Weinstock. For the
problems of coalitions elsewhere, see Wohl, “White Gloves and Combat
Boots,” 82.
35. Boles suggests that the sponsorship of ERA by women legislators in
Illinois weakened the amendment’s position. Boles, The Politics of the
Equal Rights Amendment, 145-47.
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passionately for the equality of women “that should be their
right from birth.“36
The hearings in both houses were brief. In the House of
Representatives, Gordon, with forty cosponsors for the resolution
to ratify, thwarted an effort to require a statewide referendum
on the issue and guided; the resolution to ratify to a narrow sixtyone to fifty-eight victory.37 Proponents feared that despite polls
showing a majority of Florida residents in favor of the amendment, the issues in a referendum could be distorted, leading to
defeat for the straw vote and a setback for the amendment’s
chances. 38 Increased support came from central and south
Florida Democrats, while support declined slightly from the
1973 vote among Republicans and legislators from north
Florida. (See Table I).
The Equal Rights Amendment fared less well in the senate.
Scarborough’s efforts were unavailing. Eleventh-hour appeals,
including those by Governor Reubin Askew and First Lady Betty
Ford, to wavering senators were of little help.39 Both senate president Barron, and Lew Brantley, the rules committee chairman
and senate president-designate, strongly opposed. The final vote,
seventeen to twenty-one, revealed that the amendment had lost
ground from the preceding year. 40 Contributing to the defeat
were the defection of two 1974 supporters, one of whom stated
that he was voting as his mail decreed, and the election of eleven
new senators in 1974, six of whom opposed the ERA.41 The
36.

37.
38.
39.
40.
41.

For descriptions of the ERA battle in the 1975 legislature see Richard
White and Peggy Shaw, “Behind the Scenes of Florida’s ERA Defeat,”
Florida Accent, Tampa Tribune, July 6, 1975; Jacksonville Florida
Times-Union, April 16, 1975; Miami Herald, April 23, 26, 1975, and
Pensacola Journal, April 11, 26, 1975.
For the vote on Committee Substitute for HCR 2 and 68 to ratify the
proposed amendment see Florida House Journal, April 10, 1975, 109.
The proposal for a “straw ballot” was defeated fifty-six-sixty-three, Florida House Journal, April 10, 1975, 108-09. See also Williams, “Women
against Women: The Clamor over Equal Rights,” 10-11.
Florida Senate, ERA debate, tape 2, April 25, 1975, office of the secretary of the senate, Tallahassee. Note the remarks of Senator Vernon
Holloway. See also Jacksonville Florida Times-Union. April 25, 1975.
For the vote on the committee substitute for HCR 2 and 68 to ratify
the proposed amendment, see Florida Senate Journal, April 25, 1975, 161.
Jim Glisson shifted from support of the ERA with reluctance after
concluding that at least seventy-five per cent of his constituents opposed
the ERA. See Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, April 23, 1975, and
Pensacola Journal, April 26, 1975. William Zinkel, who shifted to the
opposition without explanation, was the target of pro-ERA forces in
1978 and was defeated in his bid for re-election.
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TABLE 1
ERA Vote in the Florida House of Representatives-1973, 1975, and 1979
Support by Party and Region of the State
Per Cent Yesa
Democrats

All Members
Year

Total
Vote

Percent
Yes

1973e

54-64

45.8

1975f

61-58

51.3

1979g

66-54*

55.0

Nb
35.7
(28)
32.1
(28)
28.6
(28)

Central/
SWc
37.3
(51)
44.2
(52)
40.4
(52)

SEd

Total

N

64.1
(39)
74.4
(39)
92.5
(40)

45.8
(118)

40.0
(25)
33.3
(27)
30.8
(26)

51.3
(119)
55.0
(120)

Republicans

Central/
SW

SE

Total N

Central/
SW

SE

Total

40.0
(25)

69.2
(26)

50.0
0
(76) (3)

34.6
(26)

53.8
(13)

38.1
(42)

59.3
(27)

83.9
(31)

60.0
0
(85) (1)

55.6
(27)

100.0
(35)

65.9
0
(88) (2)

28.0
(25)
24.0
(25)

37.5
(8)
40.0
(5)

29.4
(34)
25.0
(32)

The total number of legislators voting in each category is in parentheses.
*The recorded vote was 64 to 52. These figures include four votes that were paired.
The percentages are calculated on the basis of members voting rather than the total number of house members. The total number
of legislators voting in each category is in parentheses.
b
The legislative districts included in the north are 1-28,
c
The legislative districts included in the central-southwest are 29-76; 89, 90, 91 and 120.
d
The legislative districts included in the southeast are 77-88 and 92-119.
e
Date of vote: April 17, 1973.
f
Date of vote: April 10, 1975.
g
Date of vote: May 17, 1979.
a
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women’s movement had made a mistake in not working for the
election of pro-ERA candidates, Lori Wilson bitterly observed
following the vote.42
There was no vote on the ERA in 1976, but in 1977 the
amendment came again to a vote in the Florida legislature.
Victory in the house seemed assured by the sixty-one sponsors, a
majority of the house, that Elaine Gordon had obtained for
the ratification resolution. The issue did not come to a vote in
the house however; defeat in the senate made such a vote futile.
In the senate the ratification resolution was sponsored by twelve
senators with Lori Wilson once again leading the floor battle.
Both the president of the senate, Lew Brantley, and the rules
committee chairman, Tom Gallen, opposed. The November
1976 election results, which included defeat of two anti-ERA
incumbents, seemed initially to have yielded a majority of
senators pledged to support of the ERA. However, by the time
the legislature convened in April 1977, the majority had evaporated, replaced by a number of senators who declared themselves to be undecided. With the outcome in Florida uncertain,
and only three more states necessary for adoption of the amendment, attention and lobbying efforts centered on Florida. On
the one hand, White House strategists worked closely with Florida feminists and pro-ERA legislators. President Carter, VicePresident Mondale, Roselyn Carter, her daughter-in-law, and at
least one cabinet member contacted key Florida senators on
behalf of the ERA. Within the state, Governor Askew and
Attorney-General Shevin gave strong verbal support to the
amendment.43 On the other hand, the some 15,000 letters which
were sent into the state on the eve of the vote by the Conservative Caucus and anti-ERA organizers from outside Florida
worked for defeat of the amendment.44 Florida women on both

42. Pensacola Journal, April 26, 1975.
43. Various aspects of the 1977 ratification efforts are discussed in Williams,
“Women against Women: The Clamor over Equal Rights,” 7-13, 46;
Gainesville Sun, February 20, 1977; Miami Herald, April 8, 11, 23, 26,
1977; Palm Beach Post Times, April 10, 1977; Orlando Sentinel, February 27, 1977; National Organization for Women, “A Herstory” (mimeographed pamphlet, undated). See also Florida Senate, ERA debate, tape
1, April 13, 1977, office of the secretary of the senate, Tallahassee.
44. New York Times, May 28, 1978.
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sides of the issue also wrote letters, demonstrated, lobbied, and
held candlelight vigils for their respective causes.45
In the four hours of bitter floor debate many issues were
touched on, but it was the question of state rights that overshadowed all others. Dempsey Barron closed the debate for the
opposition by detailing the dangers posed by the ERA. Among
those cited were homosexual rights, military service for women,
integrated restroom facilities, a weakened economic position for
wives, and increased power for the federal bureaucracy, courts,
and Congress. What most concerned Barron was the overweening
power of the federal government and the potential destruction
of the states as viable governmental entities. “How many of you
want to transfer those remaining powers we have under the
present Constitution into the hands of the federal government
and the federal courts?” he asked his colleagues.46
Lori Wilson countered Barron’s speech by sharing with the
senators her dream that “our good old boys in the South can
grow up to be men” and so accept equal rights for women.47
But Wilson’s dream did not materialize; the amendment was rejected nineteen to twenty-one.48 Two 1975 opponents of ERA
voted for the amendment, but four of the senators who had
favored it in 1975 had moved to the opposition. The defection
of senate president-designate Phil Lewis was particularly damaging to the ERA cause because of the actual and potential power
of the president-designate. The principal reason given by all
four for their change of position was fear over the erosion of
state rights and the possible interpretations that might be given
to the amendment by the federal courts.49
In 1978 the resolution to ratify did not come before the
Florida legislature, but to the dismay of many ERA supporters a
surrogate referendum on the question was placed before the
45. Miami Herald, April 8, 14, 1977. See also Williams, “Women against
Women: The Clamor over Equal Rights,” 7-13.
46. Florida Senate Journal, April 13, 1977, 143-44. Note also Florida Senate,
ERA debate, tape 4, April 13, 1977, office of the secretary of the senate,
Tallahassee.
47. Ibid., 145.
48. Ibid., for the Senate vote on SCR 2 to ratify the proposed amendment.
49. Florida Senate, ERA debate, tape 1, April 13, 1977, office of the secretary of the senate, Tallahassee, for the remarks of Senators Phil Lewis,
Ralph Poston, and Henry Sayler. See also Miami Herald, April 8, 13, 14,
1977.
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voters. A proposal, Revision 2, to provide that no person would
be deprived of any right because of sex, was one of eight amendments to the Florida Constitution submitted to the voters by a
Constitution Revision Commission. Revision 2 was viewed by
both sides as a test of support for the national Equal Rights
Amendment and as such was the focus of intense campaign
efforts. Supporters of the ERA reported spending nearly half a
million dollars in an effort to win a favorable vote, while
opponents conducted a vitriolic campaign linking the amendment to the rights of homosexuals and labeling it the “unisex”
amendment.50 The worst fears of those who had fought against
straw votes on the ERA over the years were realized: Revision 2
along with the other seven proposed amendments was defeated,
the issues muddied in a bitter and emotional public relations
battle. While there were many ways to rationalize the defeat,
the vote weakened the chances of legislative approval of the
national amendment. The low level of support was cited in subsequent senate debate as a reason to defeat the ERA, and it made
it more difficult to convert or even maintain the support of
legislators in north Florida where the approval rating of Revision 2 was generally under thirty per cent.51
In 1979 the ERA came to a vote in both houses of the legislature; however, the mechanism used to achieve that vote, a rider
to a senate bill, was unconventional for a constitutional amendment. The leadership of the house was strongly committed to
the amendment and the votes for passage secure. On the other
hand, the senate remained narrowly divided despite the defeat
in 1978 of two senators who had opposed the amendment and
the election of what had initially seemed to be enough pro-ERA
senators to ensure passage of the resolution to ratify. As in earlier
years, neither the senate president, Phil Lewis, nor the rules
committee chairman, Dempsey Barron, favored the amendment.
50.

For a detailed breakdown of some of the contributions and expenditures
made in the Revision Two campaign, see campaign reports for the “Yes
on Two Committee” and the ‘“Women for Responsible Political Action”
on file in the Division of Elections, office of the secretary of state, Tallahassee, Florida. A Miami Herald poll taken before Anita Bryant focused
on the homosexual issue in a last minute campaign showed Revision
Two winning sixty-three per cent to twenty-seven per cent; Miami
Herald, November 6, 8, 1978. For an example of the ads opposing the
amendment, see Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, November 5, 1981.
51. Florida Senate, ERA debate, tape 4, May 24, 1979, office of the secretary
of the senate, Tallahassee. Note the remarks of Senator Barron.
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In the opening days of the session the senate rules committee voted not to report the ratification resolution out of committee. This meant that the initial task of those who favored the
amendment was to bring it to the floor for a vote. Late in the
session, in a closely-guarded and rapidly-executed move, Elaine
Gordon in the house tacked the ERA ratification resolution onto
Senate Bill 267, a minor revision of the Human Rights Act of
1977. Working with Gordon were the governor’s office; lobbyist
Mallory Horne, a former president of the senate; and Jack
Gordon, the chief sponsor in the senate. The bill with its ERA
rider passed the house sixty-four to fifty-two on May 17.52 Seven
days later the senate president allowed the bill to reach the
senate floor without referral to a committee. Although time for
lobbying was brief, strong forces were mobilized for the ERA.
Florida Governor Bob Graham, as well as top aides of President
Carter, attempted to persuade wavering senators to support the
amendment. However, two of three targeted senators refused
even to come to the governor’s office to discuss the question and
the one who did left “shaken” ‘but undeterred in his decision to
53
vote against the amendment. Again the familiar pattern held:
defeat for the ERA, nineteen to twenty-one.54 Defeat came when
two of those who had voted for the amendment in previous years
shifted to the opposition. One said he was voting his conscience
without explaining his shift in position; the other attributed
his change to the constitutional problems raised by the congressional extension in 1978 of the time limit for ERA ratification.
The first of these legislators had come close to defeat by an antiERA primary opponent in 1978, and Revision 2 had been rejected by his district; the other represented a district which had
repudiated Revision 2 by almost two to one.55
The issue of ratification of the ERA was not raised during the
1980 session, for with the same senate membership the outcome
would have only been defeat. The plans of ERA supporters to
52. For the vote on SB 267 with its amendment to ratify the ERA, see
Florida Senate Journal, May 17, 1979, 591-92.
53. For a discussion of the events surrounding the 1979 ERA vote, see
Tallahassee Democrat, May 17, 23, 25, 1979.
54. For the Senate vote on Amendment 1, to provide for ratification of the
ERA, to SB 267, see Florida Senate Journal, May 24, 1979, 551-52.
55. Florida Senate, ERA debate, tape 4, May 24, 1979, office of the secretary
of the senate, Tallahassee. Note remarks by Senators Guy Spicola and
Pete Skinner.
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Representative Gene Hodges of Cedar Key on the floor of the Florida
House of Representatives during the 1974 controversy over the Equal Rights
Amendment.
(Photographs courtesy of Florida Photographic Archives,
Florida State University).
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bring the amendment to a vote in 1981 were shattered by the
results of the 1980 elections: a clear majority opposed to the
ERA in the senate. In addition, for the first time, the speaker of
the Florida house was not a supporter of the ERA. Hopes for
passage of the ERA dimmed, and the issue was not debated in
either house during the 1981 legislative session.
Over the years the legislators did not make their decisions
on the ERA in a vacuum. What happened in the legislature
cannot be divorced from the activity outside the legislature by
both the women who favored the amendment and those who
opposed. The attitude of many of the male legislators may well
have been reflected in the comment of one who voted to report
the ERA resolution to ratify out of committee with the words,
“I want to get it on the house floor . . . and pass it out as
quickly as possible so we can get into mare important things.“56
On the other hand, the ERA proponents reaffirmed after each
defeat, “ERA won’t go away.”
The lobbying efforts of both sides became increasingly
sophisticated as women gained experience and political skills.
Organizations to work for and against the amendment were
established: lobbyists hired; formal and informal coalitions
formed.57 Opponents of the amendment relied heavily on direct
mail, lobbying campaigns, and speakers who linked the ERA
with homosexual rights, the drafting of women, the destruction
of the family, and the erosion of state’s rights. The Miami-based
and highly conservative Women for Responsible Legislation,
organized in 1972 by Shirley Spellerberg, took a leading role in
the campaign against the ERA. The anti-ERA forces were
strengthened by such organizations as the Farm Bureau Federation, a number of the fundamental Protestant churches, Catholic
Women United, Florida Conservative Union, and the Florida
Federation of Women’s Clubs, the largest women’s organization
56.
57.

Comment by Representative Robinson, Miami Herald, January 16, 1975.
The increased skill and sophistication of women as lobbyists on both
sides of the issue was noted by Senate president Phil Lewis in
comments on the floor of the senate and in an interview, Florida
Senate, ERA debate, tape 1, April 13, 1977, office of the secretary of
the senate, Tallahassee, and August 30, 1979 interview with Senator
Lewis. Tina Slaney, lobbyist for NOW, also suggested that one consequence of the legislative defeats of ERA was the development of
stronger women’s organizations in the state, interview with Ms. Slaney,
June 18, 1979.
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in the state.58 The latter organization announced its opposition
on the eve of the critical 1975 Senate vote. The importance of
the churches emerged most clearly in interviews with legislators
from districts in which those churches were strong; legislators
spoke of pressure from the pulpit and from devout members of
the congregation, influences which do not appear in lists of
lobbyists or campaign contributions.59 Pro-ERA forces used a
variety of strategies to persuade, ranging from parades to lowkey lobbying in the legislators’home districts to calling in 1977
for a boycott of Florida by organizations and individuals.60
Throughout this period verbal support for the amendment came
from many of the national and statewide leaders in both political
parties.
By the mid-1970s. efforts for and against the ERA were, extended beyond the legislative chambers. Beginning on a small
scale in 1976, organizations on both sides of the issue moved
into the election process with endorsements and campaign
contributions. Until the 1980 election the net results of these
efforts seemed, favorable to the amendment. The scope of the
effort is suggested by the 1978 and 1980 campaign contributions.61
In 1978 the Florida NOW gave over $11,000 to twenty-seven
Williams, “Women against Women: The Clamor over Equal Rights,”
8; and Chambles “Women’s Groups in Florida Split over the ERA.”
Note that in contrast to the divisions among women on the Equal Rights
Amendment there was no organized opposition by women to the Nineteenth Amendment and the largest women’s organization in the state, the
Florida Federation of Women’s Clubs, endorsed the Woman Suffrage
Amendment in 1915. Johnson, “The Woman Suffrage Movement in
Florida,” 74-81.
59. Senator Don Childers, for example, stated that he was voting for the
ERA against the advice of his Baptist minister, Miami Herald, April 15,
1977. Two articles which discuss the importance of traditional social
roles and religion in motivating the anti-ERA activists are David Brady
and Kent Tedin, “Ladies in Pink: Religion and Ideology in the AntiERA Movement,” Social Science Quarterly, LVI (March 1976), 564-75,
and Kent Tedin, David Brady, Mary Buxton, Barbara Gorman, and
Judy Thompson, “Social Background and Political Differences between
Pro- and Anti-ERA Activists,” American Politics Quarterly, V (July
1977), 395-407.
60. In 1977, NOW called for the boycott by organizations and individuals
of all non-ratifying states, a boycott south Florida businessmen estimated
could cost as much as $100 million ultimately in lost business. See
Miami News, January 25, 1978 and January 12, 1979.
61. Division of Elections, Office of the Secretary of State of Florida; 1978
Compilation of Total Reported Contributions and Expenditures for
Candidates. For a detailed breakdown of contributions see the campaign
reports on file in the Division of Elections office, Secretary of State of
Florida, Tallahassee.
58.
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candidates and endorsed without dollars another dozen. In
1980 over $25,000 was contributed to fifty-three house and senate
candidates. Another $25,000 went to pro-ERA candidates in 1980
from organizations such as the Florida Women’s Political Caucus,
which gave over $8,000, and the ERA Dinner Committee, which
donated some $9,000. On the other side, in 1978 the Women for
Responsible Political Action contributed over $10,000 to fortyfive candidates’ who had opposed or pledged to oppose the
amendment, and in 1980, over $12,000 to twenty-nine candidates.
Other organizations such as Families are Concerned Today
(FACT) and Concerned Parents advertised directly on behalf
of pro-family, anti-ERA candidates. The interest aroused
nationally by the Florida ERA battle was reflected in the substantial sums sent by organizations and individuals from outside
the state to both sides. Among the groups channeling funds into
the state were the National Women’s Political Caucus,
ERAmerica, and STOP-ERA. Moreover, reported dollars are
but the tip of the iceberg, reflecting identifiable organizational
contributions only; contributions made by individuals on the
basis of an issue or at the urging of a group are not readily
determined. 62
One measure of the success of campaign efforts is the defeat
of targeted incumbents. The 1976 and 1987 election returns
reveal that pro-ERA incumbents were more successful in retaining their seats against opposition than were their anti-ERA
colleagues. The tally of anti-ERA incumbents defeated was
three representatives and one senator in 1976, and one representative and two senators in 1978, while no pro-ERA senators
and only one representative were defeated by anti-ERA
challengers.
The 1980 elections marked a change in outcomes. Pro-ERA
forces lost two senators and four house members while only one
anti-ERA senator was defeated. As in earlier years the ERA was
not the only issue involved in the campaign, but it was a contributing factor to the results. The losses for the ERA supporters
62. It was reported in 1980 that in 1978 over $60,000 was solicited from
members of the Mormon church in the last days of the campaign and
contributed to the campaign funds of ERA opponents. Because the
funds went to candidates or to the organization “Families Are Concerned
Today” as contributions from individual donors, they were not identified
initially as part of an organized campaign. Miami Herald, April 20, 1980.
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came despite the heavy financial contributions which had been
made to critical races. For example, pro-ERA senate incumbents
Don Chamberlain and George Platt, both of whom lost, had each
received over $10,000 in contributions from pro-ERA groups. Immediately following the 1976 and 1978 elections the senate had
been tipped slightly in favor of ERA supporters, even though
that advantage had vanished by the time the legislature convened.
In 1980 there seemed little question of what the outcome of a
vote on the ERA would be, for a majority of senators expressed
opposition to ratification of the amendment. With no elections
scheduled before the expiration in June 1982 of the extended
time limit for ERA ratification, the 1980 elections seemed to
foreclose the possibility that Florida would ratify the amendment.
The unusual handling of the ERA resolution in 1979 with
its attachment as a rider to a senate bill and the votes on that
bill symbolized the divergent evolution of the issue in the legislature and in the state during the 1970s. Three patterns of development are clear. First, the history of the amendment in the
house and in the senate followed quite different courses with
support building in the house after the initial 1973 defeat and
remaining static in the senate as year after year the upper
house blocked ratification by the narrowest of margins. The
proportion of house members who supported the ERA increased from forty-five per cent in 1973 to fifty-five per cent in
1979, while in the senate the division was nineteen to twenty-one
on three votes and seventeen to twenty-one on the fourth. (See
Tables 1 and 2). The senate stability of outcome masks substantial shifting due to changes in position by incumbent senators and to the replacement of senators with new members of
differing views. Thus, twelve senators shifted position on the
ERA with nine shifting to opposition and three to support,
while in fourteen cases in which there was a shift when a new
senator was elected, nine of the fourteen favored the ERA.
Supporters of the ERA were more successful in electing pro-ERA
senators than in maintaining the support of those in office.
A key to the differing responses of house and senate to the
amendment may be found in the leadership structures and values
dominant in each house. The reapportionments of the 1960s
and 1970s shifted representation southward in Florida to reflect
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ERA Vote in the Florida Senate-1974, 1975, 1977, and 1979
Support by Party and Region of the State
Per Cent Yesa
All Members*

Democrats

Year

Total
Vote

Percent
Yes

1974e

19-21

47.5

50.0
(10)

33.3
(18)

66.7
(12)

47.5
(40)

1975f

17-21

44.5

55.5

50.0
(10)

1977g

19-21

47.5

20.0
(10)
50.0
(10)

44.4

(18)

1979h

19-21

47.5

50.0

Nb

30.0
(10)

Centralc Sd

(18)

(18)

N

Central

S

Total

50.0
(10)

50.0

100.0

65.4

44.5
(38)

22.2
(9)

62.5

50.0
(12)

47.5
(40)

55.5
(9)

80.0
(10)
63.3
(11)

58.3

41.5
(40)

37.5

58.3

(12)

Total

Republicans

(8)

(8)

(12)

N

Central

S

0
(0)

11.1
(9)

0
(4)

7.7
(13)

0
(1)

14.3
(7)

0
(2)

10.0
(10)

60.0
(10)

55.6
(27)
0
(30)

0
(1)

0
(6)

0
(2)

0
(9)

70.0
(10)

60.0
(30)

0
(2)

33.3
(6)

0
(2)

20.0
(10)

(8)
(8)

(26)

Total

*In the 1974, 1975, and 1977 sessions there was one political Independent, Lori Wilson, who was located in the central section and
voted for ERA.
The total number of legislators voting in each category is in parentheses.
a
The percentages are calculated on the basis of members voting rather than the total number of senate members. The total
number of legislators voting in each category is in parentheses.
b
The legislative districts included in the north are 1-9 and 11.
c
The legislative district included in the central are 10 and 12-28.
d
The legislative districts included in the south are 29-40.
e
Date of vote: April 10, 1974.
f
Date of vote: April 25, 1975.
g
Date of vote: April 15, 1977.
h
Date of vote: May 25, 1979.
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the changed population structure of the state. The consequence
in the house was moderate to liberal leadership in the 1970s;
however, in the upper house senators from traditional sectors of
the state were able to maintain their power and control, aided
by expertise, the greater stability of the senate membership, the
smaller size of the senate, and the skill of the north Florida
legislators in building coalitions of moderate to conservative
legislators. The policy consequences were reflected in the ERA
issue. The principal leaders in the House of Representatives, the
speakers and the rules, committee chairmen, endorsed the amendment and encouraged its passage, while the comparable leaders
in the senate, with but two exceptions, opposed the amendment.
While both the senate leadership and the senators opposing the
ERA denied that influence had been applied on the question,
ERA supporters contended that the issue had become a test of
the power of the leadership. Test of power or not, the opposition
of the leadership clearly weakened the amendment’s position.
The sensitivity of the house to the issue of women’s rights
may have been heightened, too, by the presence of a number of
articulate women legislators who strongly supported the amendment and spoke on its behalf. In 1973 the house had six women
all of whom supported the ERA, and by 1979 there were fifteen
women representatives, twelve of whom were pro-ERA. In
contrast there was but one woman in the senate through 1976,
and two from 1976 through 1980, only five per cent of the
membership.
Second, there is a clear pattern of polarization by region and
by party in the legislature and in the state on the ERA issue, a
polarization which became more marked over the years. In
1973 in the Florida house the proportion of Democrats who
supported the ERA was fifty per cent, of Republicans, thirtyeight per cent. By 1979 the Democratic level of support had increased to sixty-six per cent, while Republican support declined
to-twenty-five per cent. Among Democrats support varied sharply
by region; in 1973 forty per cent of north Florida representatives
supported the amendment compared to sixty-nine per cent of
those from the southeastern part of, the state. By 1979 the
difference in support levels had widened: thirty-one per cent
support in the north to 100 per cent in the southeast. The same
patterns in muted fashion are found, in the senate though the
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increased divergence over a period of time is not apparent. In the
senate support by Democrats ranged from sixty-five per cent in
1974 (when the senate president nominally favored the amendment) to fifty-seven per cent in 1979, while only four of the
twenty-two Republicans who served in the senate during these
years endorsed the amendment. Among north Florida Democrats
the support level ranged from fifty per cent in 1974 to thirty-seven
per cent in 1979; while support among south Florida Democrats
ran from 100 per cent in 1974 to seventy per cent in 1979. (See
Tables l and 2.)
The legislative results apparently paralleled constituency
opinion. In the 1978 referendum on Revision 2, a constitutional
amendment to bar sex discrimination in Florida, the highest
levels of support for the proposition were in the southeastern
part of the state, where a majority of voters approved the proposal, and the lowest levels of support were in the northern
counties. Thus opposition to the ERA in Florida was centered
regionally in the northern, part of the state where old attitudes
toward women were most firmly held, traditional values most
cherished, and the institutions most likely to reinforce those
values, such as the fundamentalist churches, the strongest.63 Republicans, most of whom espoused a conservative political philosophy, constituted a second center of opposition. The opposition
by Republicans increased over the years as the amendment’s
symbolic importance mounted.
Third, in the years that the ERA was before the Florida
legislature both the context in which the issue was considered
and the issue itself changed. In the early 1970s the ERA seemed
to be an amendment whose time had come, a simple guarantee
of equal treatment of women. Its initial appearance in the
Florida house in 1972 was brief, its reception warm. Within a
year that situation had changed. The ERA increasingly took on a
symbolic importance which complicated its passage. As that
occurred, polarization on the issue increased, as did the intensity of the efforts for and against it. Many of the actual
changes that the amendment would have brought to Florida
63. Elazar finds marked cultural divisions in Florida and little sharing of
common patterns and policies. Elazar, American Federalism: A View
from the States, 12-23, 93-104. See also Gastil, Cultural Regions of the
United States, 108-15, 184-85.
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in terms of equalizing the treatment of men and women were
achieved by 1979 through changes in state law, changes often
supported by the same legislators who opposed the ERA. Those
votes, along with the rhetoric of legislative debate, with its
strong emphasis on state rights, suggest that the issue had been
transformed from one primarily about the rights of women to
one about federalism and broad social trends. The transformation of the ERA into an ideological issue was facilitated, on the
one hand, by parallel societal trends, for example, increased
political involvement by the fundamentalist churches, a growing
conservatism among sectors of the general public, and the explosion of federal regulatory power and of consequent concern
over those powers. On the other hand, the fact that many of
the policy changes that the ERA would presumably accomplish
were being undertaken at the state level enabled opponents of
the amendment to disregard its substantive contributions to
women and consider only its ideological dimensions. The
sharpened polarization with mounting support in south Florida
suggests that the ERA had symbolic importance not only for
conservatives but also for liberals that was perhaps greater than
the tangible consequences that could be expected from the
amendment.
Despite the transformation of the ERA as an issue, ratification
seemed within reach time after time. The outcome was in doubt
until the vote was taken, and when defeat came it was by
narrow margins. Although both proponents and opponents
maintained a continuing pressure on the legislators on the issue,
the momentum seemed to be with the ERA proponents despite
defeats elsewhere in the nation. Support within the House
grew; pro-ERA forces were until 1980 more successful at the
polls than were their adversaries; statewide leaders maintained
their commitment to the ERA; yet approval remained elusive.
By the end of 1980 it appeared that the opportunity for successful passage had been lost. The losses in the 1980 elections brought
to an end the years of intense activity on the amendment. If
the ERA had remained an issue involving only equality of treatment for women, it probably would have been ratified. Its
difficulties grew from its transformation from a concrete to a
symbolic issue, from a simple issue about the rights of women
to a complex issue about traditional values versus change, state
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rights versus national authority, and about the power to lead in
the Florida legislature.
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